Maize meal predisposes to endemic squamous cancer of the oesophagus in Africa: breakdown of esterified linoleic acid to the free form in stored meal leads to increased intragastric PGE2 production and a low-acid reflux.
Endemic cancer of the oesophagus in Africa is associated with the use of maize as the staple. In one African community endemic cancer of the oesophagus has been shown to have a strong statistical association with the consumption of foods based on maize in the meal form. A strong association with consumption of maize meal has also been shown in a region of Italy. It has been argued in the past that the association with maize consumption is due to a fortuitous association; or due to the nutritional deficiencies of maize meal; or due to fungal contamination. We argue that maize meal is a distinctly different food from whole maize, and that nutritional content as much as deficiency is responsible for predisposition of the oesophagus to carcinogenesis. An important factor is the breakdown of esterified linoleic acid to the free form in stored maize meal. This leads to excess production of prostaglandin E2 in the stomach. The excess Prostaglandin E2 causes a low-acid duodenogastro-oesophageal reflux, which predisposes to carcinogenesis. Supporting evidence is available that the steps of this mechanism occur in endemic areas, and that they are associated with the carcinogenic process. Health measures including poverty alleviation, health education, and monitoring and control of maize meal storage and content may be required to reduce the incidence of this disease in Africa.